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Introduction 


There is increasing public concern avout the special problems of women who 
are the main source of support for their families or themselves. Over the past 
decade 1968 to 1978, the number of women who headed households increased by 57 
percent compared with an 18 percent increase among men who were household 
heads. Women headed one-fourth of all households in 1978. Similarly, there was a 
54 percent increase over the decade in the number of women who headed families, 
compared with a 10 percent increase among their male counterparts. About 14 
percent of all families were headed by women in 1978. 


The economic responsibilities of women who head households and families are 
usually very great, but vary somewhat depending on marital and family status and 
race or ethnic origin of the head. For example, divorced women constitute the 
largest proportion of female heads of households, while the largest proportion of 
female family heads are widows. Black families are nearly 3% times as likely as 
white families to be headed by women--39 percent of black families were headed 
by women in 1978 compared with 12 percent of white families. In addition, the 
mean number of children in black families is higher than that in similar white 
families. 


To provide background on who the women heads of households and families 
are, this statistical overview presents data on their personal and employment 
characteristics. There is, however, some overlap in the data for the two groups, as 
explained by the following definitions, which apply to the 1978 data used in this 
publication. 


A household consists of all persons who occupy a housing unit, which may be a 
house, an apartment or other group of rooms, or a single room. A family is a group 
of two or more persons who reside together and are related by blood, marriage, or 
adoption. A primary family 1/ is a family that includes among its members the 
person or couple who maintains the household. A secondary family 1/ is a family 
that does not include among its members the person (or couple) who maintains the 
household, or any persons related to the person or couple who maintains the 
household. Members of secondary families may include persons such as guests, 
lodgers, or resident employees and their relatives living in a household. 


A head of household 1|/ is one person in each household, family, or subfamily 
designated as the "head." This person is usually regarded as the head by members 
of the group. Married women are not so Classified if their husbands are living with 
them. 


1/_ This is a definition of the Bureau of the Census, U.S. Department of 
Commerce. It should not be confused with the entirely different definition of the 
Internal Revenue Service. 


Note: Future reports on this subject will use the term "householders" instead 
of "heads of households and families." Beginning with the October 1979 Current 
Population Survey, a family reference person is considered the "householder," and is 
Classified by sex. The "householders" include only divorced, separated, or never 
married persons. Also, the term “husband/wife families" is characterized as 
"married couple families." 


Unless otherwise indicated, data in this report are for March 1978. 
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In the 1980 Census, the Census Bureau plans to discontinue the use of the 
terms "head of family" ang "head of household." Recent social changes have re- 
sulted in a trend toward more nearly equa! status for adult members of a househola 
and, therefore, have made the term "head" less relevant in the analysis of 
household and family data. Specifically, the Census Bureau is planning to change 
its long time practice of always classifying the husband as head when he and his 
wife are living together. 


A head of family may be the head of a primary family or the head of a sec- 
ondary family. 


The following examples further illustrate the terrns "head of household" and 
"head of family" as they apply to data used in this publication. If a widow and her 
children under 18 years of age are the only family members living in a dwelling 
unit, she is the head of household and head of family. But if this same family group 
lives in the home of the widow's parents, the father of the widow is head of 
household and head of family. (Related members residing together are considered 
one family.) If the widow and her children under 18 share their dwelling unit with 
nonrelatives who, for instance, are live-in household employees, the nonrelatives 
would constitute a secondary fainily. If, however, the widow lives alone, she is a 
primary individual who is head of the household. 


The number of women and men who headed households and farnilies in March 
1968 and 1978 was as follows: 


Heads of households 


1978 1968 

__ Women Men = __Women Men 

Total 19,298,000 56,731,000 12,323,000 46 + 123,000 
Primary families 8,037,000 48,921,000 5,273,000 44,46] ,000 
Primary individuals 11,261,000 7,811,000 7,049,000 3,661,000 
Living alone 10, 363,000 6,352,000 6,490,000 3,253,000 
Living with nonrelatives 898 ,000 1,458,000 559,000 408,000 


Heads of families 


Total 8,236,000 48,979,000 5,332,000 44,501,000 
Primary families 8,037,000 48,921,000 5,273,900 44,461,000 
Secondary families 199,000 58,000 59,000 40,000 

~~ r 
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Heads of Households 


Of the 76 million persons classified as heads of households, 19.3 million, or 25 
percent, were women. The number of women heads increased by 57 percent in the 
last decade. The comparable increase among male neads was 18 percent. 


Race 


Of the 19.3 million wornen heads of households, 15.7 million were white, 3.4 
million »ere black, and 229,000 were of other races. A much higher proportion of 
white than of black female heads of households were primary individuals--64 
percent as compared with 35 percent. 


Age 


Wornen heads of households who were heads of primary families were younger 
on the whole than women primary individuals. More than half (52 percent) of the 
women family heads were 35 to 64 years of age but a third of them were 34 years 
of age or under. In contrast, primary individuals tend to be older. About half (49 
percent) of the women primary individuals were 65 years of age and over and nearly 
a third were between 35 and 64 years old. 


Wien these data are analyzed by race, they reveal that women heads of black 
primary families are usually younger than their white counterparts. Among the 
primary individuals, the same relationship holds, that is, they tend to be even 
younger. Sixty-four percent of the black women primary individuals were under 65 
years of age, while less than half (49 percent) of the white women primary 
individuals were in that age group. 


The percent distribution of women heads of households by age and race was as 


follows: 
Heads of primary families Primary individuals 
Total White Blacx Total White Black 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Under 35 years 33 33 43 20 20 22 
35 to 64 years 52 54 48 30 2 42 
65 years and over 14 16 10 49 51 35 


Marital Status 


While the largest proportion of women heads of families were divorced (34 
percent), the largest proportion of women primary individuals were widows (54 
percent). About one-fourth of the women heads of primary families were married 
with husband absent; another 34 percent were divorced. 


The percent distribution of women heads of households by marital status was 
as follows: 
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Heads of primary Primary 


families individuals 
Total 100 100 
Married, husband absent 22 6 
Widowed 29 54 
Divorced 34 15 
Single 15 25 


Heads of Families 


Women heads of families numbered 8.2 million in March 1978, an increase of 
54 percent in the last decade. Families headed by men numbered 48,979,000, an 
increase of 10 percent over the same period. Thus, the proportion of families 
headed by women increased from 11 percent in March 1968 to 14 percent in March 
1978. 


Racial/Ethnic Group 


Among the families headed by women, 5.8 million were white and nearly 2.3 
million were black. The remaining 131,000 families were Indian, Oriental, Eskimo, 
or Aleutian. About 561,000 families of Spanish origin were headed by women. Of 
these families, about 252,000 were Mexican American, another 179,000 were 
Puerto Rican, and the remainder were Cubans and other Spanish origin. 


There was considerable difference among racial/ethnic groups in the pro- 
portion of families headed by women. While only 12 percent of white families were 
headed by women, 39 percent of black families had female heads. The comparable 
proportions for Mexican American and Puerto Rican families were 16 and 4] 
percent, respectively. 


Age 


Female heads of black families were more likely to be younger than the 
female heads of white families. In March 1978 more than 2 out of 5 of the female 
heads of black families were under 35, but less than | out of 3 of their counterparts 
in white families was under 35. 


The percent distribution of women heads of families by age and race was as 


follows: 
White Black 
Total 100 100 
Under 35 years of age 31 43 
35 to 64 years of age 53 47 
65 years of age and over 16 9 
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Marital Status 


Nearly 3 out of 10 female heads of families in March 1978 were widowed. 
About one-third were divorced and another one-fifth were separated from their 
husbands. Data by race present a different distribution. Three out of ten black 
female heads of families were separated from their husbands and nearly the same 
proportion were single. 


The percent distribution of female heads of families by marital status and 
race was as foilows: 


White Black 


Total 100 100 
Separated 19 29 
Widowed 32 21 
Divorced 39 21 
Single 11 28 


Number of Children 


Of the 8.2 million families headed by women, 5.7 million, or 69 percent, had 
more than 11.2 million related children under 18 years of age in March 1978. Some 
9 million of these children were under 6 years of age. About 4.4 million children 
(1.4 million under 6) were in black families with women head. Among families with 
related children under 18, the mean number of such children per family was 1.15 in 
white families and 1.92 in black families. 


Educational Attainment 


The median years of school completed by female heads of families was 12.2 
years. It was 12.3 years for white female heads and 11.6 years for black female 
heads. More than three-fifths of all white female heads of families were at least 
high school graduates. On the other hand, about one-fourth of all black female 
heads of families had 8 years or less of education. 


The percent distribution of female family heads by educational attainment 
and race was as follows: 


White Black 


Total 100.0 100.0 

Elementary school: 

8 years or less 20.9 22.9 
High school: 

1 to 3 years 17.3 30.7 

4 years 40.0 31.1 
College: 

l year or more 21.8 15.3 
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Residence 


Three out of four families headed by women lived in metrupolitan areas. 
Fewer than half (41 percent), however, lived in central cities. Among black 
families headed by women, the situation was somewhat different. Seventy-seven 
percent lived in metropolitan areas, and sixty-two percent lived in central cities. 


Employment Status 


Almost three-fifths (59 percent) of the female heads of families were in the 
labor force. White female heads of families were more likely than black female 
heads to be working or seeking work. Their labor force participation rates were 69 
and 55 percent, respectively. 


The unemployment rate for all female heads of families was 9.0 percent. It 
was much higher for black female heads (15.4 percent) than for similar white 
women (6.6 percent). 


Work Experience 


Of the 8.2 million female heads of families, nearly 5 million, or 60 percent, 
had worked at some time in 1977. Nearly 3 million, or 55 percent, of thein had 
worked year round full time.2/ White women were not only more likely than black 
women to work at some time in the year (63 percent as compared with 53 percent) 
but were also more likely to work full time year round (35 percent as compared 
with 28 percent). 


The percent distribution of female family heads who worked at some time in 
1977, by full- and part-time status and race, was as follows: 


White Black 

Number 3,630,000 1,250,000 
Percent 100.0 100.0 
Worked at full-time jobs 81.4 78.6 
50 to 52 weeks 56.3 50.5 
27 to 49 weeks 13.9 12.6 

1 to 26 weeks 11.1] 15.4 
Worked at part-time jobs 18,6 21.4 
50 to 52 weeks 6.9 7.8 
27 to 49 weeks 5.8 » FF 

1 to 26 weeks 6.0 8.0 


2/ 35 hours a week for 50 to 52 weeks. 
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Occupations 


One-third (33 percent) of the female family heads were employed as clerical 
workers. The next largest proportion (20 percent) were service workers outside the 
home, followed by operatives, including transport (15 percent). 


An analysis, by race, of the jobs held by female heads of families shows a 
different picture. A higher proportion of white women (36 percent) than of black 
women (26 percent) were employed as clerical workers. On the other hand, nearly 
twice as many black (37 percent) as white women (i9 percent) were employed as 
service workers either inside or outside the home. 


The distribution of employed female heads of families by race was as / sllows: 


Total White Black 
Number 4,414,000 3,266,000 1,069,000 
Percent 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Professional and technical workers 13.0 13.5 10.9 
Managers and administrators 
(except farm) 6.7 8.1 2.2 
rical workers 33.1 35.6 26.4 
Sales workers 4.6 5.4 1.9 
Craft workers 2.3 Ze2 1.9 
Operatives (including transport) 15.0 13.9 18.3 
Noafarm Laborers 1.1 1.0 1.7 
Private household workers 3.4 1.7 8.7 
Service workers (except private 
household) 20.2 17.6 28.2 
Farm workers 6 8 - 


Income 3/ 


The median income of families headed by women was $7,765 in 1977. The 
comparable figure for families headed by men was $17,517. There was consideravle 
variation in the median income of family heads by race and by the participation or 
nonparticipation of wives in the paid labor force. The highest median income was 
among white husband-wife families where the wife was in ‘he paid labor force, and 
the lowest was arnong families headed by black women. The range of incomes 
earned by these family groups in 1977 was as follows: 


—— 


3/ Income includes (1) money wages or salary; (2) net income from nonfarm 
self-employment; (3) net income from self-employment; (4) Social Security; (5) 
divicends, interest (on savings or bonds), income from estates or trusts, or net 
rental income; (6) public assistance or welfare payment; (7) unemployment and 
workers' compensation, government emplovee pensions, or veterans’ payments; (8) 
private pensions, annuities, alimony, regular contributions from persons not living 
in the same household, and other periodic income. 
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__ Median income _ 
Type of family White Black 


Husband-wi fe: 


Wife in paid labor force $20,518 $17,008 
Wife not in paid labor force 15,389 9,697 
Male head, no wife 15.630 10,296 
Female head 8.799 5.598 


One-fourth of the female-head families had no earners. More than one out of 
four had two or more earners. More than four-fifths (84 percent) of the female- 
head families had income other than earnings. The largest proportion (37 percent) 
had income from social security, and about 32 percent had public assistance 
income. About | percent of female-head families had no income. 


Low-Income Status 


About 2.6 million, or 32 percent, of the female-head families had incomes 
below the low-income level in 1977.4/ The comparable proportion for families with 
a male head was 6 percent. Among those female-head families where there were 
related children under age 18, 42 percent were poor. Of those families where the 
related children numbered five or more, 80 percent were poor. 


About one-fourth of all white female-head families had incomes below the 
low-income level in 1977, but more than half (51 percent) of all black female-head 
families had such low incomes. Among women family heads of Spanish origin, 54 
percent had incomes below the poverty level. Thirty-four percent of the white 
female-head families with related children under age !8 were poor; the comparable 
proportion for black female-head families was 58 percent. 


The following table gives the number and percent distribution of female-head 
families with incomes below the low-income level in 1977, by number of related 
children under age 18 and race. 


4/ The low-income level is based on the Bureau of the Census definition of 
poverty, adjusted annually in accordance with the Department of Labor's Consumer 
Price Index. Classified as poor in 1977 were those nonfarm households where total 
money income was less than $3,075 for an unrelated individual; $3,951 for a couple; 
and $6,191 for a family of four, 


White Black 


Below low-income level Below low-income level 
Percent Percent 
Female-head of of 
families Total Number total Total Number total 


hs 
ho 


Total 5,828,000 1,400, 000 24.0 


77,000 1,162,000 51.0 


With related 
children un- 


der 18 years 3,735,000 1,261,000 33.8 1,878,000 1,081,000 57.5 
Number of 
children 

] 1,759,000 455,000 25.9 651,000 284,000 43.6 

2 1,200,000 391,000 32.5 501,000 273,000 54.5 

3 473,000 222,000 47.0 354 ,000 224,000 63.1 

4 214,000 127,000 59.4 201,000 158,000 78.7 

5 or more 88 ,000 66,000 75.0 172,000 143,000 83.1 
Without re- 
lated chil- 
dren under 

18 years 2,094,000 139,000 6.6 399 ,000 81,000 20.4 


Children.--More than 5.7 million children under 18 years of age lived in fam- 
ilies headed by women with incomes below the low-income level in 1977. Of these 
children, 2.9 million lived in families headed by black women. About two-fifths (40 
percent) of all children in white female-head families were poor in 1977; the 
comparable proportion for children in black female-head families was 66 percent. 


Educational Attainment.--The educational attainment of female heads of 
families with incomes below the low-income level in 1977 was less than that for all 
female family heads 22 years of age and over--11.2 years as compared with 12.2 
years. The median years of school completed by poor female heads of families, by 
race, was 11.6 years for white wornen and 10.8 years for black women. 


Types of Income.--Cf the 2.6 million female-head families with incomes 
below the low-income level in 1977, nearly half had one or more workers. This was 
true for both black and white families. About 8 percent of white families had two 
or more earners compared with 10 percent for black families. 


Although nearly half of the female-head families who were poor in 1977 had 
income from earnings, 85 percent had some income other than earnings. Of these, 
the majority (72 percent) received public assistance income; 17 percent had social 


security benefits; and 17 percent had income from private pensions, alimony, and 
annuities. 


Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census: Current 
Population Reports, P-20, Nos. 233, 237, 238, 242, 246, and 338; and P-60, Nos. 118 
and 119, 
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